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			For the dreamers and the rebels who make their own paths, instead of trodding the same familiar roads.

		

	
		
			One

			New Game

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			“Do you have to do that?”

			“Yes.” Tap. Tap. Tap.

			“Are you certain?”

			“Yes.” I twisted around in the van’s passenger seat and glared at the older woman in the backseat. I tapped my fingertips on the window glass three more times to emphasize my point.

			Alexia Lowe wore what I call her Mom Face—a flat, disapproving stare that probably made five-year-olds nervous, but had no effect on me. I wasn’t five, she wasn’t my mom, and frankly, I could have done without her presence altogether in tonight’s little operation.

			Three months ago, if you’d told me I’d be on a stakeout with a recently pardoned Bane as one of my two partners, I’d have told you to go fuck yourself. Maybe followed up by a swift punch in the mouth. Getting any of the Banes out of Manhattan Island Prison, much less working with one, was so far at the bottom of my priority list as to be the inner core to my exosphere.

			Yes, I know the name for the outermost layer of the earth’s atmosphere. You try being homeschooled from the age of twelve by two rigorous (but kindhearted) foster parents who firmly believed I deserved the best education possible, despite the double whammy of being a former Meta and blue. Of course I came out of it with the world’s most random comparisons. Plus, I liked geology.

			Anyway, the Banes belong in their prison; end of discussion.

			My, oh, my, how things change in a couple of months. Things have changed for pretty much everyone in my life. My thoughts on the matter, however? The same. It’s lucky for the Banes that my vote doesn’t matter.

			I didn’t mind sitting on a stakeout in a nondescript black delivery van with Ethan. I’ve known him since we were kids. He’s one of my best friends, I love him to pieces, and I trust him with my life. The same could not be said for Alexia. Despite the fact that she’d been part of the Quake Relief effort last month and then cashed in that assistance for a full pardon for past crimes, she is and always will be a Bane. A villain. A bad guy.

			It’s a good thing Teresa West is in charge of this entire operation, and not me. I’d have gotten us all killed a long time ago. Leader I was not. Balanced, either, if you want the God’s honest truth. I mean, how would you feel if you’d been burned over 70 percent of your body by an insane genetic hybrid created for the sole purpose of . . . well, we still weren’t sure of the exact purpose of the Recombinants. Just that they’ve been a huge fucking pain in the ass.

			The warehouse Ethan, Alexia, and I were staking out tonight belonged to a chain of grocery stores that had swallowed up every other major chain grocer on the East Coast about six years ago. The main distribution center was in Tallahassee (one of the fastest-growing cities in the South right now), but they had other warehouses spread all over the place. In the last year or so, eight of them had been robbed and tractor-trailers full of food stolen. Considering the size of those distribution warehouses, a single tractor-trailer load wasn’t a huge amount, but stealing is stealing.

			The human police were stumped. No evidence, nothing caught on security cameras, no trace of the trucks ever found, which, to the geniuses in charge, suggested Meta involvement.

			Which logically meant they got us involved.

			We were in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, parked a block away from the warehouse’s main gate, tracking all movement on a laptop. Thanks to Marco’s genius with computers, as well as some handy surveillance gadgets gifted to us by a friend in the FBI, we had sound and motion detectors set up around the entire perimeter gate. We didn’t need to have actual eyes on the gate to know if someone showed up.

			Ethan “Tempest” Swift sat in the driver’s seat, his face illuminated by the pale glow of the laptop monitor. He’d spent most of the last few hours staring at it, as if he could use his brain to make something happen. Not that telekinesis is his superpower, in case you’re just catching up. Ethan’s power is controlling the wind. He can move it, funnel it, and even use it to fly, the lucky bastard. It’s an active power that’s saved our collective asses more than once, and I’d trade mine for his in a second. Not that I’d ever say that to his face.

			Anyway, the laptop would ding and alert us if there was any movement, but I guess staring was better than making idle conversation. Not that Ethan and I ever had trouble idly conversing. I just preferred to not make nice with our third wheel.

			Alexia is nice enough, I suppose, and she has an incredibly useful power—she can sense most metals, differentiate between various kinds, and telekinetically manipulate most of them. The ability helped us save a lot of lives during the Quake Relief. Her eight-year-old daughter, Muriel, still lived in Manhattan with her father, whose parole hearing was in about three weeks. If things went baby daddy’s way, all three of them would be living with us at our new headquarters.

			In case you were wondering, our little trio wasn’t the only group spending their Friday night on a stakeout. The thieves were too random with their targets for us to determine exactly where they’d rob next. The only thing we knew for sure was that it would happen tonight—every forty-four days the thieves hit another warehouse. The significance of forty-four was lost on me, though, and despite an abundance of useless knowledge imparted to me by my foster parents and their guerilla education tactics, I wasn’t the brains of our operation.

			I wasn’t really much of a soldier lately, but I can’t do much to help that. The burns, which have mostly healed, affected my Flex ability to bend and stretch my entire body into contortions epic enough to make a treble clef jealous. Nowadays I’d be lucky to impress a curlicue. My right arm isn’t useful for anything except the occasional punch, or aiming a gun. My foster father Alfred taught me how to handle, clean, and shoot a variety of rifles and handguns, and I’m pretty damned good. I abhor actually doing it, and I’ve never aimed a gun at an actual person before, but it’s nice to know I still have a useful skill under my belt, since I kind of suck at Flexing now. I can still bend and twist my torso, but I can’t stretch it out anymore. The only parts of my body that still stretch to any unusual length are my legs and my left arm.

			Losing so much of my Flex power was like being twelve years old again. Those first few months after all our powers were stolen away were the most difficult of my life—no powers, no friends, no one to turn to except the uncaring doctors of the Mercy Children’s Hospital Psychiatric Unit. Not until my foster parents took me in and saved my sanity. Having Teresa, Gage, Ethan, and Marco around while I adapted to my latest loss in powers was the only reason I hadn’t completely lost my shit again.

			Even if I am a bitch to be around a lot of the time. But I bet if Teresa really knew everything rolling around in my head, she’d say something along the lines of Better to have your foot in your mouth than your arms in a straitjacket. And I’d agree. Except Teresa doesn’t know everything in my head. The only person who knew, the first person I’d confessed it all to, was William Hill, and all of those secrets died with him back in January.

			I just can’t be that vulnerable again. So I play the part of the confident, prickly uber-bitch.

			Like right now with Alexia. She knew I didn’t approve of her presence. I was, in fact, pretty well known around the new HQ as the only original ex-Ranger to still silently disapprove of everything Bane-related. Silently—key word. Teresa is my best friend in the world, but I’m not stupid enough to actively oppose her decisions.

			Tap. Tap. Tap.

			“Renee,” Ethan said, exasperation clear in his tone. “It really is annoying.”

			“Sorry.” For him, I stopped tapping my fingers on the window.

			In the backseat, Alexia sighed. I glanced at the clock on the laptop. Two in the morning, which was damn close to when the other robberies had taken place. If something was going to happen here, it would be soon. The other two stakeout teams were in different, later time zones, so they had us as an early warning system.

			We sat and fidgeted in silence for a while. At about ten after two, the mute laptop made a noise. My heart leapt. Finally, some action. The noise wasn’t the sharp alarm that announced human-sized movement by the fence, though. The birdlike chirp easily could have been just that—a bird flying too close to the fence, or a breeze blowing a piece of trash.

			Ethan tapped a few keys. The laptop display shifted to video surveillance of the main gate, an overhead angle from the camera’s position on the telephone pole across the street. I leaned closer to the screen, but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

			“There,” Alexia said. She’d slid forward between the two front seats, and she touched the monitor at the gate’s upper hinge.

			Sure enough, the hinge was moving. Both the top and bottom hinges, as a matter of fact, and the locking mechanism on the opposite side, too. And not just moving. Melting. All of the police reports on the other robberies mentioned the front gate being completely removed, and blowtorches were the most common theory on how that was accomplished. But unless our thieves used invisible blowtorches (and were invisible themselves), this was some sort of Meta power at work.

			I turned on my com and said, “Alpha team to Beta and Ceti, we have movement. Possible robbery suspects.”

			“Acknowledged, Alpha team,” Marco replied over the com. He was heading up Beta team, and his response was followed almost immediately by one from Ceti team.

			A series of chirps erupted from the laptop—more micro-movement inside or around the gate. Ethan changed the screen to show all eight camera angles at once. They were small, which made it harder to see details. Something tumbled to the ground on the west corner of the warehouse, probably a security camera.

			“I think it’s safe to assume one of our suspects is a metal manipulator,” Alexia said.

			“Human blowtorch,” Ethan said in a quippy tone that made me smile.

			“So the human blowtorch unlocks the gate and kills the cameras,” I said. “How do they make the truck disappear?”

			“Time to meet the magicians and find out.”

			We climbed out of the van as a unit and met at the fender. Ethan and Alexia wore similar uniforms of black cargo pants and black jackets, each with pockets for accessories like coms, utility knives, and emergency cell phones. My uniform was a reproduction of my original—which had been burned beyond usability at the same time I was—made of a snakeskin-like material that stretched with my body. This one was still a unitard, but without the low, revealing back of the first, and with the addition of a belt that held my own extra items.

			Under the glow of a nearby streetlight, my hands flashed a familiar azure shade, both comforting and annoying. I’d embraced my blue skin a long time ago, but sometimes it made stealth work tricky.

			Ethan led. We stuck close to the building across the street from the warehouse fence, keeping to the shadows as we approached the main gate. There was no traffic here at this time of night, and we’d checked the area an hour ago for any transients or hookers who might turn into accidental collateral damage. Should be just us and our thieves.

			At the end of the block, we clustered under the overhang of the building’s main entrance, boarded up and abandoned long ago, which afforded us protection from spying eyes. The main gate was across the street, less than thirty feet away, and just as we reached our hiding place the gate toppled over backward with a jarring clang of metal.

			My body prickled with kinetic energy as it always did when my adrenaline was up. Muscles and bones thrummed with the power to change their shape, to release that adrenaline the best way they knew how—except a large portion of my damaged skin no longer allowed such a release. It’s like walking a fine line between pain and pleasure, when the pain is just a little too intense and never reaches that peak that turns into the best orgasm you’ve ever had. Release remains out of reach; pain and frustration is your constant reminder.

			It sucks.

			We remained in the shadows of our hiding place, watching and waiting for our thieves to show their faces. They didn’t disappoint.

			Two slim figures stole into the street from the construction lot on the next block, and for a split second I was confused. They appeared to be regular teenagers, dressed in jeans and sneakers. The boy was slightly taller, with average brown hair, and he wore a red T-shirt with the imprint of a white skull. The girl had close-cut fire-engine-red hair (natural or dyed, I wasn’t sure) and wore several layers of tank tops in different colors. No ski masks, no backpacks of equipment. They couldn’t be older than twenty.

			Ethan glanced at me, his green eyes asking the same question as mine: These are our thieves?

			Then again, last month we’d come up against the twenty-year-old versions of our dead parents and mentors, thanks to the genetic manipulation of certain government-funded research companies. We’d had more bizarre opponents than a pair of punk teenagers.

			Jack and Jill—their new names until we caught their punk asses and identified them correctly—strolled right through the broken front gate. Targets acquired.

			I unsnapped the safety strap on my modified Coltson .45, a semiautomatic pistol most popular about five years ago, when Colt bought the Glock and began manufacturing a new line of hybrid pistols. Dr. Abram Kinsey, our group’s resident scientist, doctor, and general inventor, had created and perfected special magazines of tranquilizer rounds for those Coltsons. Rounds we rarely used in the field, but could be useful in taking down uncooperative Metas and Recombinants without having to kill them. Tonight we were all armed, but as the weakest person in our little trio, I was the only one who actually retrieved my pistol.

			Ethan turned to face me and Alexia. He pointed at himself, then the sky, with a single finger. At his eyes with two fingers. Translation: I’m going up to see what’s going on.

			I nodded. He slipped around to the other side of the building, the wind rippled a bit, and then silence. I waited for a signal, whether from him or from inside the fence. We had to catch the thieves in the act, or all we had on them was unlawful entry, but patience wasn’t my strong suit.

			“I’ve got a line on them,” Ethan said moments later, his voice a little hard to hear over the windy com. “The girl is melting a door off a delivery platform while the boy’s backing up a tractor-trailer.”

			Well, now we had them on destruction of property. “Copy that,” I said. “How do you want to do this?”

			“We need to stop them before they finish loading the truck. One of them definitely manipulates metal, and once they’re inside the truck, they have a two-ton weapon at their disposal.”

			“I can get us inside through another entrance,” Alexia said. “Once they’re busy loading food, they probably won’t notice us until it’s too late.”

			“Okay, there’s an employee door on the north side of the warehouse, about twenty yards from the gate. Hold on.”

			I counted to seven before he ended the pause.

			“They’re inside. Go now.”

			Alexia and I ran across the street, right through the nonexistent gate. Our shoes were quiet on the blacktop, and Ethan was waiting for us at our entry point. Two blue metal doors had NO ADMITTANCE painted in white letters, like a dare.

			Alexia pressed her palms against the door, doing whatever it was she did when she “read” metal. She could identify types of metals, even from a distance, and the more natural a metal’s state, the easier it was for her to move or break it.

			“Hinges and locks,” she said. “I can break through them with little damage.”

			“Perfect,” Ethan said.

			“Do you think they’ll bill us for this?” I asked, and he snickered. One of our workplace rules was to cause as little property damage as possible.

			We did our best.

			Alexia used her Meta power to tear apart the metal in the left door’s hinge and lock, and as a unit we quietly moved the heavy door out of the way. No alarms sounded, which did not surprise me, since (as with the blowtorched gates) all of the police reports said that alarm systems were tampered with.

			We entered a short lobby that led into a long hallway. We’d all studied the specs of the warehouse beforehand, so getting through the management section of the building was easy. Then down a long, drab corridor that ended at a pair of swinging double doors. Opaque glass squares didn’t give us much of a view into the main warehouse, but the lights were on. I heard the gentle hum of voices—nothing else to indicate they were moving pallets yet.

			Ethan shifted to my right, ready to shove open the door. I thumbed the safety off my Coltson. My heart pounded. My body thrummed with anticipation.

			Both doors swung inward on a pop of kinetic energy and slammed flat against the wall on either side. I stepped backward, stunned by the sudden action. Jack and Jill stood less than ten feet away, side by side, feet spread and hands out to their sides like passengers steadying themselves on a rocking boat. Only they weren’t unbalanced. They were ready to fight.

			“Didn’t your parents tell you it isn’t polite to crash other people’s parties uninvited?” Jack said in a familiar, petulant teenager tone.

			I bristled. Oh, I didn’t like this kid. “Didn’t your parents tell you it’s even less polite to break-and-enter other people’s property?” I asked, and raised my right hand. Over the sight of the pistol, I stared down our teenage thieves.

			As a trio, we moved a few steps forward, into the frame of the doorway.

			“Since when do Rangers carry guns?” Jill asked.

			“News flash, kiddo,” I said. “We aren’t the Rangers anymore. Now, why don’t you both put your superpowered hands behind your backs and come with us quietly?”

			“No.”

			“We’re busy,” Jack said with a snarl in his voice. He snapped his right hand in our direction.

			Energy crackled, and before we could react to defend ourselves, the double doors came slamming right back at us. Like an unexpected tackle from a defensive lineman, the blow sent all three of us tumbling backward in a messy, painful heap. Light exploded behind my eyes as my head cracked off the cement floor. Ethan’s elbow hit my gut. Alexia was somewhere under my left shoulder.

			“Okay,” Ethan said as he rolled off to the right. “Now I’m pissed.”

			“No more easy way, right?” I said.

			“No more easy way.”

			Fan-fucking-tastic. Time to take down some teenagers.

		

	
		
			Two

			The Ante

			Jack had figured out a way to lock the double doors, so we had to waste time letting Alexia tear apart the hinges, and then we knocked the doors down flat. They slammed into the floor with a deafening thud that vibrated up my feet.

			Inside the warehouse, three shrink-wrapped pallets were moving into the back of a tractor-trailer. And when I say they were moving, I mean on their own. No pallet jack, no forklift. The pallets hovered a few inches above the ground and slid into the truck. Had to be Jack, which slapped a big, fat telekinetic label on his forehead. Powerful, too, to be moving three pallets at once.

			Our targets were both out of sight, hiding somewhere inside the cavernous warehouse and its labyrinth of wrapped pallets, some stacked at least three high. Ethan motioned for us to split up. He gathered the wind and soared up into the rafters to get a bird’s-eye view. The air rippled, and then he careened into the far wall. He hit with a shout and dropped straight to the cement floor, out of sight. It took seconds.

			Fury bubbled up from deep inside me, rippling over my skin and through my bones. I wanted to run to Ethan and make sure he was okay, but more than that, I wanted to hurt someone on his behalf. “Tell me you’re okay, Wind Bag,” I said over the com as I charged into the maze of pallets.

			No response.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			Wood creaked nearby as another pallet rose off its stack and hovered its way toward the tractor-trailer. I didn’t know where Alexia was, and I didn’t care. I crept down a row of pallets, listening carefully, channeling my anger into my senses, cataloguing everything—sights, sounds, smells. Something squeaked to my left, and I slipped through an opening between two stacks of pallets. Peeked around the corner.

			Jack stood with his back to me, hands out like some fool worshipping at an altar, probably directing his latest pallet of stolen food. I steadied my right hand with my left and sighted the center of his back. The short hairs on my neck prickled with an innate sense of being watched—a sense I’d honed since I was a child and molded to perfection during my days in Las Vegas. That prickling gave me just enough time to duck.

			The food above me exploded in a blast of heat, melted plastic, and burning cardboard. The odor of scorched popcorn hit me, along with hot kernels and other bits of superheated shrapnel. I scrambled away, my own skin rippling with memories of agony and helplessness.

			I couldn’t see Jill, but I knew she’d done that. The heat blast must have been what knocked Ethan for a loop and what she’d used to melt so many locks and hinges. The powers reminded me of Mayhem, a Bane we’d fought and beaten that final day in Central Park fifteen long years ago. She’d sent concentrated heat blasts in much the same way. And that day, Ethan was the one who’d taken her down.

			Please, God, Ethan, you have to be okay.

			Someone shrieked far away—a female voice too high-pitched to be Alexia’s. Maybe she’d gotten the drop on Jill. I scooted around my row of pallets until I found another break in the line. It was too thin for my entire body. I concentrated on the muscles and bones in my neck, allowing them to stretch out, burning some of that excess adrenaline as I fit my head down the row and left the rest of my body behind. Peeked around the corner.

			Jill was facedown on the cement floor, Alexia braced on top of her, holding her down. They were struggling, and Jack was nowhere to be seen. I retracted my head, then climbed. I couldn’t get through, so I just went over. The boxes held me, and I scrambled to the top.

			“What hit me?” Ethan said over the com.

			Relief almost tripped me as I stood up and got my bearings. Two more pallets floated their way into the tractor-trailer. Alexia seemed to be doing okay with Jill, so I hopped to the next pallet, eyes peeled for Jack. Something dark zinged in my direction, and I dropped to my knees in time to avoid a child-sized box from slamming into me. It crashed into a taller pallet, smashing and spilling pasta all over the place.

			Death by pasta. That’s original.

			Not for the first time in my life, I wished for an active power. Teresa’s orbs could blast through everything standing between me and my prey. Ethan’s hot air could knock down pallets and trap the creep. Marco could shift into a panther and prowl the shadows in utter silence. Even Gage’s hypersenses would be more useful in finding this kid.

			Someone yelled again—this time I was pretty sure it was Alexia. And then my pallet tower began shaking, as though the building had been hit by an earthquake. I fell to my knees and held on to the plastic wrap beneath me. Metal rolled. It took a second to figure out the noise—the back of the trailer was closing. The pallets were still shaking and the movement churned my stomach. I stretched my left arm out to get a solid grip on the next pallet, then used the anchoring hold to jump across the narrow space between them.

			I moved like this, a monkey swinging through the jungle, until I got back to the front of the warehouse, nearer to the trailer. Jack and Jill were running together toward an exit door. I jumped down from the shaking pallets, amazed he could keep that up while running like a coward, then aimed my gun again.

			“Stop!” My voice bounced through the warehouse. “I will shoot you!”

			They both skidded to a halt with five feet between them and the door. They turned slowly, in opposite directions. I had no cover, nowhere to hide if they struck. Jill seemed to be the most dangerous, so I aimed at the center of her chest and squeezed the trigger. Something solid slammed into my back, and I pitched forward just as the gun went off. The red tip of the dart struck Jill’s arm—the only thing I saw before I hit the ground face-first.

			The world spun sharply. Breathing was difficult, because whatever hit me was still holding me down like a sack of sand between my shoulder blades.

			Metal squealed. An engine rumbled to life.

			They’re getting away.

			I couldn’t get the weight off. Outside, the more horrific screeching noise was followed by a loud, metallic bang. I got my hands beneath me and gave a hard shove that finally dislodged the thing holding me down—three commercial sacks of flour. One split open and spat white powder into the air. I rolled onto my knees.

			The trailer hadn’t moved more than a few inches from the dock. The rumble of the truck’s engine was moving away. I stared, confused by how that was possible. The exit door next to the truck swung open and Alexia limped inside. Her bottom lip was split and oozing blood, but she seemed . . . pleased.

			“Are you all right?” she asked.

			“Think so.” My back was sore and my head hurt, but nothing was broken or permanently maimed. “What happened?”

			“I broke the mechanisms attaching the trailer to the truck, and I managed to tear a hole in the gas tank before they clocked me. I anticipated both stopping them, but the telekinetic simply moved the entire truck with his power.”

			“Damn.”

			“Can we follow them?” Ethan asked from somewhere to our left. He came around the corner of a pallet, cradling his left hand to his chest. He looked paler than usual—which was saying something, because he’s half Irish and doesn’t tan—and was leaning against the pallet for support.

			“It’s doubtful,” Alexia said. “The boy is powerful.”

			“I shot one of them,” I said. I wished I’d been able to shoot both of them. I struggled to my feet, my sore back protesting every shift of muscle, then stumbled over to Ethan. “You okay, pal?”

			“Think so,” he said. “Fortunately, I hit the wall wrist-first, instead of headfirst.”

			I looked at the wrist he was cradling. His fingers were already swollen, the skin red and tight. “Shit.”

			“It’s fine.” The pain bracketing his eyes told a different story. “Let’s call this in so we can get out of here.”

			“I’ll do it,” Alexia said.

			I surveyed the damage done to the warehouse—broken doors, broken trailer, broken boxes of food. “The cops are going to have a fit.”

			“Well, look on the bright side, Stretch,” Ethan said.

			“What’s that?”

			“They didn’t steal the food. And we all got good looks at their faces. They won’t stay anonymous for long.”

			Small comfort, but at this point, I’d take it.

			•  •  •

			We didn’t make it back to our new HQ until close to five-thirty a.m., and all three of us were having trouble staying awake during the puddle-jump over to the island.

			Yes, the island.

			After Los Angeles was declared an uninhabitable disaster zone, we had to evacuate. Since we’d just sunk a huge amount of money into buying and renovating a Beverly Hills mansion into our new headquarters, we were at a bit of a loss as to where to go. Los Angeles had been the home of the Ranger Corps for over a hundred years, and now that the Rangers were officially disbanded, we needed a fresh start. A few days of discussion (and arguing) led to an un-unanimous decision to move our operations to the East Coast—not only for that fresh start we needed, but also to show solidarity with the Metas still imprisoned on Manhattan.

			You can guess how I felt about that solidarity thing.

			I don’t know who pulled strings or cashed in favors, but as a way of saying thank you for our help in the Quake Relief effort (and possibly as a way to gain our support in the upcoming election) the president gave us Governors Island.

			Yep, that’s right.

			Half the island was burned to the ground during the War, and the other half had sat abandoned ever since. The intact buildings had more than enough space for the original five ex-Rangers (including me) and any other Metas who’d joined us. Currently, thirty-six people lived there. We had two puddle-jumpers (think small four-person helicopters that could go short distances fast and were easy enough for most of us to fly) to get us from the island to a private parking lot near the Ellis Island observation tower lot, where we keep our Sports and work vans.

			I didn’t like living so close to either the imprisoned Banes or the federal agents who lorded over them, but as usual I bowed to the majority. Without my friends, I had nothing. No matter how much I disagreed, I wouldn’t do anything to lose the only family that had ever mattered. So we packed up everything and everyone and moved into what was once a military barracks called Liggett Hall. And as usual, we had a crap-ton of work to do cleaning and rebuilding what time and battle had torn down.

			The puddle-jumpers were easy to fly and most of us had lessons within a week. I landed the puddle-jumper in a square of grass right in front of HQ’s main entrance. Something about this building made me think of a college campus—the brickwork, the arches, maybe its length and sense of quiet, nestled here among trees just starting to lose their summer green. It was still predawn dark, but exterior floodlights had come on to welcome us home.

			Two figures waited on the archway steps while I locked the puddle-jumper down. Once the blades stopped moving and we began climbing out the doorless sides, they came toward us.

			Teresa “Trance” West strode across the lawn, her purple-streaked hair flying around her lavender face in that mad, furious way it did when her hair went in and out of a bun several times in one day. It hinted at her stress level and the fact that she hadn’t slept in a while, which was becoming a worse and worse habit for our leader. Her face betrayed exhaustion and concern, and I hated that tonight’s little escapade had put those things there.

			She was shadowed by Aaron Scott, a hybrid-Changeling who could mimic the exact shapes and faces of other people, as well as crash through walls if he got a good enough running start. He ignored the rest of us and went straight for Ethan. The pair hugged, and despite what had to be excruciating pain in his very swollen left hand, Ethan seemed to relax a bit in his boyfriend’s arms.

			I envied him the comfort that a single touch could offer.

			We’d given Teresa a report on the way home from Pennsylvania, so our scattered injuries weren’t a surprise. She still gave each of us a critical look before saying, “You’re all expected to report to the infirmary before you get some rest.”

			“No argument from me,” Ethan said. His head rested on Aaron’s shoulder, while Aaron held him up with an arm around his waist. The pair had become more comfortable with PDA around their close friends, but they still avoided it in public. Or rather, Ethan seemed to—old habits and fears died hard.

			I just shrugged. Dr. Kinsey couldn’t do anything except give me an aspirin and tell me to relax, and I wasn’t really hurt anyway. Just a little bruised. I’d go, though, because Teresa was wearing her argue-at-your-own-peril face. It was a scary face.

			“What about the photo we sent?” Alexia asked.

			While he was coming to his senses after being slammed into a brick wall, Ethan had managed to take a cell phone photo of Jack and Jill. He’d sent it to Marco for uploading into our database, and if we were lucky we’d be able to get a face match on our thieves. It was the only photo anyone had managed to take so far.

			“It’s in the system,” Teresa replied. “Marco will call me as soon as there’s information. Now get to the infirmary.”

			She spun on her heel and walked back into HQ. As she went, I realized what had seemed so off about that brief encounter—no Gage. The pair were always together, supporting each other, especially during active operations. They’d stepped into an unofficial dual leadership role since getting together in January. Unofficial in the sense that while Teresa was our unequivocal team leader, we deferred to Gage in her absence out of habit. Mostly he seemed okay with that, but lately I wasn’t entirely sure.

			Last month, Gage had been badly hurt during our encounter with the clones of dead Rangers, and he’d been trapped in a sling while his broken collarbone repaired itself. It meant staying behind a lot and not supporting Teresa in the field like he was used to doing. Gage and I weren’t as close as we could be, but something about him had changed since that fight. It could have to do with his injury as much as with the fact that one of the clones had been his older brother Jasper, who’d died when Gage was twelve.

			Seeing Jasper again—fighting him—had to have been weird as hell.

			All of the clones had been weird as hell, including the clone of William’s father, who’d once gone by the code name Sledgehammer. The resemblance between father and son was incredible. We’d battled five clones that day. Four were still out there somewhere.

			Aaron and Ethan set off for the infirmary, with Alexia and me trailing a few steps behind. Despite Aaron’s dramatic introduction into our lives, as well as Ethan’s initial reticence to come out as gay, they really were a cute couple. And they seemed happy, which was something I hadn’t seen from Ethan in a long, long time. Most of the demons that had haunted him since our repowering in January were gone.

			Maybe one day I’d be lucky enough to smile like that, free of anger and fear and self-loathing.

			Maybe.

			Probably not.

			The infirmary was close to the entrance on purpose. We were an injury-prone group, which surprised no one considering our profession of choice, and getting people medical attention as fast as possible seemed prudent. Dr. Abram Kinsey was already awake and waiting for us, as was his assistant Jessica Lam. Jessica came to us a few weeks ago, seeking a place to stay, as well as help controlling her Meta powers. She was a nursing student, two years into her studies, when she discovered she had the ability to touch someone’s bare skin and hear their thoughts. Her Meta power made nursing difficult to pursue, so she quit. Now she was getting all kinds of hands-on experience, as well as studying with Dr. Kinsey in her free time.

			Jessica handled Alexia and my minor wounds, while Dr. Kinsey crowded Ethan over to a cot so he could examine his swollen hand. Aaron hovered the entire time, even though he had zero reason to distrust Kinsey’s medical care. Kinsey was Aaron’s father in a six-degrees-of-genetic-manipulation kind of way.

			As expected, I was dosed with aspirin and discharged. We’d converted the old barrack dormitories into private rooms—although we still had to share central bathroom facilities. I’d painted my own room a comforting shade of pale yellow with navy blue trim around the two windows and doorframe. Other than that, it had a bed and a closet, and that was all I wanted. My few personal belongings were stored in the closet, and it was the first time in my life I’d had a bedroom without a mirror in it. My hair was short enough that it behaved after three quick strokes with a brush; I didn’t need to see any other part of my body.

			I shucked off my uniform and collapsed into bed in my underwear, too achy and exhausted to bother putting anything else on. Instead of sleep, my mind was stuck on an image of Jack and Jill—young and cocky and stealing food.

			Why?

			Something told me the answer was worth finding.

		

	
		
			Three

			House Rules

			My cell phone woke me from a fitful sleep with an insistent buzz. A specific buzz, too, telling me I had an urgent message from the War Room—a function programmed into all of our phones.

			Debriefing at noon.

			Joy. It was almost eleven already, which gave me enough time to grab a hot shower and get something to eat. The shower loosened sore muscles and comforted my newest bruises. Since I was already blue in many places (except for the purple and pink parts that were burn scars), bruises turned my skin inky black. My back looked like a fountain pen had exploded all over it.

			I’ve been blue-skinned since I was eight years old. Out of the last twenty years of my life, I’ve spent maybe two of them hating my unusual appearance—the first year and the year after the War, when we lost our powers and the surviving Meta kids were sent our separate ways. For the rest of those years, I’d had people around me who accepted me for who I was and what I looked like. First the Rangers, and then my foster parents. I’d learned to love my unique (to say the least) appearance.

			Lately, though, the very things I used to love make me turn away from my reflection. And don’t think it’s because I’m vain and my scars make me sick. It isn’t that, not really. The scars are part of me now. It’s how my powers have changed. I’ve always felt like a lesser Meta than my friends, with a less useful power that only occasionally comes in handy. Now that my powers are barely functioning and I’ve resorted to running around with a gun . . . well, you can figure it out.

			And no amount of pep talks from Teresa or tequila shots with Ethan have made me feel better about my situation. It didn’t help that the front-runner in this year’s presidential election was running on a successful anti-Meta platform, and that in six months we had a very real chance of being locked up as weapons of mass destruction. People were scared of us, period, and the Recombinants running around causing trouble (not to mention devastating 9.0 earthquakes in California) were only digging our grave faster and wider.

			It’s hard to get up every single day and fight for a future we don’t have.

			But I do, because it’s just not in me to lie down and die. It’s not in any of us.

			I headed down to the cafeteria on the first floor to grab some coffee before the debriefing. There’s no regular meal schedule, just an open kitchen that’s kept stocked with basics so people can come and go as they please. It’s probably not the most cost-effective system, but trying to schedule mealtimes and assign cooking duties would be pointless. We’re off the island at regular meal hours half the time, anyway.

			But there is always plenty of hot coffee ready, and I poured a mug to take with me. I contemplated a platter of bagels that was left out on one of the dozen round tables, then seized one that looked like blueberry. Might as well put something in my stomach besides caffeine. On my way out I nearly ran right into Double Trouble. An exhausted, pale Double Trouble who looked like she wanted to find the nearest receptacle and toss her lunch.

			Three months ago, through a series of unfortunate events, our newest teammate Dahlia Perkins permanently joined bodies with hybrid-Changeling Noah Scott (Aaron’s younger brother). They can take turns “owning” the body—controlling the physical actions, as well as appearance—but so far we’ve been unable to figure out how to separate them from each other. I’d never say it out loud, but I feel sorry for them. I don’t know how I’d cope, always having someone else in my head.

			And lately the pair hasn’t been looking so hot—in either face. Noah is in control more often than not, and when Dahlia comes out she always looks exhausted. Or like she’s getting over a serious bout of food poisoning. Changelings weren’t meant to carry more than one host at a single time, and the former Changeling called Ace (who took permanent residence in Noah Scott back in June) had been hosting two for the last three months. He couldn’t absorb Dahlia permanently, and because her physical body died when she was absorbed, he also couldn’t kick her back out. They were stuck with each other, and it wasn’t doing either of them any favors—except when they combined their two Meta powers. Dahlia absorbed fire; Ace the Changeling was telekinetic.

			Then they were pretty damned amazing to see in action.

			At the moment, Dahlia was in control. Here on the island, Noah and Aaron were free to wander around in their own faces if they wished, but outside our little world, they were still wanted criminals. Noah hid behind Dahlia on the rare occasions when they went out, while Aaron had created an entire persona named Scott Torres, who was quite well known among the Manhattan prisoners.

			“Sorry,” I said, even though I was the one whose coffee nearly ended up on her clothes.

			“My fault,” Dahlia said. “You okay?”

			“Fine, why?”

			“I don’t know, you had this odd look on your face a second ago.”

			“This is what I look like on four hours of sleep. I know it’s not pretty, but there it is.”

			She scowled. “Never mind. See you later.”

			A tiny flash of guilt cooled my stomach as she brushed past me. That had been happening more often lately—not so much me snapping at Dahlia, but feeling guilty about it afterward. Being stuck to Noah like that couldn’t be fun for her (God knows it blew for the rest of us), but I never used to care what she thought of me. Or anyone else, for that matter, except for Teresa, Gage, Marco, and Ethan.

			Something occurred to me and I turned around. “Hey, Dahlia? Are you going to the debriefing?”

			She paused while reaching for a bagel, and when she looked over her shoulder, her face was stormy. “No.”

			“Okay.”

			Halfway to the War Room, the significance of her exclusion hit me. Dahlia had been with us since January, and she’d been part of most of our biggest operations, up to and including the move to the East Coast. But she hadn’t been part of last night’s stakeouts, and she wasn’t invited to the meeting today. Why?

			Who cares?

			I made it to the War Room with a few minutes to spare. Both a conference room and a communications center, the War Room has a long, U-shaped conference table lined with chairs, two large monitors set up on the wall opposite the windows, and a workstation below them. A shoulder-high wall splits the conference room from the communications side, where the majority of Marco’s computer magic happens.

			Marco Mendoza was at the conference terminal when I entered. He glanced up and nodded, then returned to his work. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Marco smile. Or willingly join in a casual conversation. More and more, he reminded me of the nearly feral kid who spent more time as a panther than as a human, just so he didn’t have to make friends. Ever since he was absorbed by another hybrid-Changeling for a day, and then pulled apart by our ally Simon Hewitt, a powerful telepath . . . Marco had changed.

			I grabbed a seat and ate my bagel while the others filed inside. Teresa and Gage McAllister, together for a change, but with a noticeable distance between them. Alexia and Ethan came in together, in the middle of a chat about Alexia’s daughter Muriel. His left wrist was wrapped tightly in a bandage, the fingers less swollen than when I last saw him. The only face I wasn’t used to seeing in these meetings was Sebastian Rojas, another pardoned Bane. He could spit acid and was super-strong, and he had actual pre-War military training that Teresa seemed to find useful, so she kept inviting him to these things and asking his opinion.

			The sour look Gage gave Sebastian did not go unnoticed by me.

			Except for Marco and Sebastian, no members of the other stakeout teams were here. Alexia, Ethan, and I took turns narrating what had happened last night, focusing on how Jack and Jill (which, to my surprise and delight, everyone started using in lieu of Target One and Target Two) used their powers.

			“It probably sounds odd,” Ethan said, “but Jill? She really reminded me of Mayhem, you know? The way her powers worked and how she looked when she fought.”

			“Crazy?” I asked.

			“Pissed and scared.”

			I hadn’t seen the scared in either of those kids earlier this morning. They worked like seasoned thieves, never panicking or taking an extra, unnecessary step.

			“It sounds as if they’ve had training,” Teresa said. “The big question is, from who?”

			“I doubt they picked up those skills at community college,” I said.

			“No, but someone must have been training them for this since before our powers returned. Learning how to be a competent thief is one thing, but doing it with the added stress of adapting to new Meta powers?”

			“It’s not impossible.”

			“No, but it’s unlikely.”

			“So was someone training future Metas on purpose,” Sebastian said, “or is this a coincidence?”

			“I don’t like coincidences.”

			“They do happen.”

			“I’d buy one of them being Meta as a coincidence,” Gage said with a little snap in his voice, “but not both.”

			“Agreed,” Teresa said.

			Marco muttered something in Spanish. “I think I have something,” he said more clearly.

			He tapped his keyboard. One of the monitors came to life with the photo Ethan had taken on his phone. Jack’s face was pretty clear, angled mostly at the camera, while Jill gave us only profile. Their features were easy to make out, though, and a collage of lines and dots appeared. “I used facial recognition software to pinpoint certain features and find possible matches in the government’s identification database.”

			Marco code for: I broke into the federal licensing system and we’re matching them up like yearbook photos.

			“And you have a match?” Teresa asked.

			“It is not perfect, and it makes no sense.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Another image appeared next to the first. This was an official prison identification photo taken the day all of the depowered Banes were rounded up, weeks before the prison walls and defenses were finished and the inhabitants set free to roam. He was fifteen years younger, but I recognized the face.

			“No way,” Ethan said.

			“Derek Thatcher?” Teresa said.

			Thatcher was one of the loudest protesters when it came to our government and its policies regarding Metas. He firmly believed that one day the government would declare all Metas dangerous and criminal, lock all of us up in Manhattan, and make us subject to the whims of the regular humans who feared and hated us. It was the only time I’d ever actually agreed with a Bane.

			“There are a lot of reasons why that’s not possible,” Ethan said, “starting with the fact that Derek is twenty years older than the kid we fought this morning.”

			“Not to mention he’s in jail,” I said softly.

			Ethan shot me a glare, and I shrugged. It was true.

			“I have to admit, there’s a strong resemblance,” Teresa said. “And we’ve fought clones before.”

			“Of Rangers, not Banes. Thatcher was never a Ranger.”

			“Does Thatcher have any children?” Gage asked.

			All eyeballs in the room bounced between Ethan, Sebastian, and Alexia—the three people who’d spent the most time with the man. Ethan and Alexia looked as perplexed as I felt. “None that he ever mentioned to me,” Alexia said.

			Sebastian was silent, though, which earned him a lot of unwanted attention. He looked at Teresa’s curious, expectant face, and he sighed. “This may or may not be relevant,” he said. “A few months after the start of our incarceration, Thatcher had a rough patch emotionally. We weren’t friends, at the time I didn’t really care what he was dealing with, but I overheard some others talking about him.”

			“Saying what?” Teresa asked.

			“That he had a wife and kid on the outside, and that they’d been killed in a fire.”

			Her eyes widened. “A son?”

			“I only heard kid, but they mentioned he or she was three.”

			Marco was back on his computer, searching away.

			“The age fits,” Ethan said. “And in a way, the powers do, too. Jack is telekinetic, and Derek’s chemical transmutation powers work on a similar level of telekinesis.”

			“So someone tells Thatcher that his wife and kid are dead, but instead the kid is alive and . . . what? Taken to Sherwood Forest and trained to rob people?” I asked.

			“It’s a theory.”

			“I have information,” Marco said. Both photos shifted to a single screen. The second showed a news article with photos and the headline “Tragic Fire Claims Lives of Two.” “Jennifer and Landon Cunningham, ages twenty-nine and three.”

			I looked at the date. Three months after the end of the War. I was still in the psych ward then, oblivious to everything except my own pain. The article also had photos of the pair. The little boy possessed the exact same eyes as Thatcher. Jack, too.

			“One moment,” Marco said. He did something on the computer that pulled Landon’s childhood photo away, then began to age him. A number beneath the photo went upward from 3, 4, 5, and the little boy slowly morphed into a teenager. Marco stopped on 18. He pulled Ethan’s cell photo back over to compare.

			“Holy shit,” Ethan said softly.

			Jack was Landon Cunningham—I’d swallow my own tongue if he wasn’t.

			“Still think this is a coincidence?” Gage asked Sebastian.

			Sebastian met his glare, and I swear the room temperature dropped a few degrees. “It seems I was wrong. I don’t mind admitting to my mistakes.”

			Gage flushed. Teresa sighed, and I was totally lost. But I wasn’t without my favorite tension breaker, so I leaned across the table toward them. “Seriously, do I need to whip out a measuring stick, or what?”

			“I will research this connection further,” Marco said, louder than usual to get everyone’s attention. “In the meantime, a visit to Thatcher may be in order.”

			“To rub the past in his face?” Sebastian asked.

			“To see what he knows of recent events, as well as inform him of our discovery.”

			“I want to be certain first,” Teresa said. “Certain that the boy from the warehouse really is Landon Cunningham, and that Landon is also Thatcher’s son.”

			“Of course, Catalepsia.”

			“Can your program de-age a photo, too?” Ethan asked. “Might be worth trying that on Jill, just to see if she supposedly died fifteen years ago, too.”

			“Good idea,” Teresa said.

			“I will do that, as well,” Marco said.

			“If we do talk to Derek, I’d like to be there,” Ethan said. “He trusts me, so he’ll know we aren’t trying to jerk him around with this kind of news.”

			Teresa nodded. “All right. Renee?”

			“What?” I said.

			“I want you to go with him.”

			A chill rippled down my spine. I hadn’t set foot on Manhattan in fifteen years, and I had no intention of going now. “Why me?”

			“Because you saw those two kids up close and personal, just like Ethan.”

			“You know my diplomacy skills are about as good as your Spanish.”

			She gave me a wry smile. “I trust you to behave and do your job.”

			“Which is going to be what, exactly?”

			“Presenting Thatcher with whatever evidence we have, and then finding out what he knows about his son possibly being alive and a criminal.”

			I could do that. “Okay.”

			“Good. I’ll let you guys know what Marco finds.”

			We were dismissed. I moved slowly, hoping for a chance to talk to Teresa alone, but she hung back with Marco. Gage made a fast escape, too. Not that I’d have chased after him. Gage was stubbornly laconic when it suited him.

			Ethan, on the other hand, was waiting for me outside in the hallway. “You don’t look all that excited to be working with me again,” he said, falling into step next to me.

			“It’s not you, Windy, it’s the situation,” I replied.

			“We can have Thatcher brought to the observation tower. You don’t have to fly to the Warren to talk to him.” The Warren being the name of the old apartment building outside Central Park where the prisoners had settled.

			“Am I that transparent?”

			“Slightly opaque.”

			“Gee, thanks.” I chewed on my upper lip. “Can we really do that? Question him at the observation tower?”

			“Of course.”

			“Good. Thanks.”

			We walked in silence for a bit, until we found ourselves outside heading toward the open field on the north end of the island. Past the foundations of brick homes long since destroyed. A place called Fort Jay had once stood farther out past the fields, and it was now a barren hole in the ground.

			“So was that a little awkward just now, or was it me?” Ethan asked.

			“You mean with Gage and Sebastian?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It’s not you.”

			“Have you talked to Teresa lately?”

			“Not about anything too serious. You?”

			“No.”

			Half a dozen people were on one of the fields doing self-defense exercises. Marco usually taught those classes, but one of the Greens (i.e., new, untrained Metas) who’d joined us during the earthquake cleanup was also a martial arts instructor, and he’d been helping out. We settled on a wooden bench under a tree with leaves just turning yellow.

			“Do you think something’s going on with them?” I asked, stretching my feet out in front of me—normally, not all crazy bendy.

			“With Teresa and Gage? Or Teresa and Sebastian?”

			“Either. Both? I don’t know. All I know is the vibe was freaking weird.”

			“Yeah.” He lifted his left hand and inspected the visible fingers, flexing each one as though testing to see if they were still attached. The bandage looked tight.

			“Sorry about this morning.” The words got out before I could stop them.

			Ethan shifted on the bench and stared at me. “For what?”

			I hadn’t meant to apologize out loud. “Not being more useful. Not shooting them both and stopping this faster. You getting smashed into a wall. Take your pick.”

			“You were very useful this morning. You did the best you could against two very powerful Metas. My getting smashed into a wall wasn’t your fault.” He pulled a face. “Besides, you’ve seen my track record for attracting injuries, so it was probably inevitable.”

			“We’re all pretty good at getting ourselves hurt.”

			He wrapped his right hand around my left and squeezed. I returned the gesture, grateful for the support and the understanding. It’s what I loved most about my friends—I didn’t have to explain things. They knew. We gazed out past the training exercises to the Manhattan skyline, and I couldn’t help wondering what it had looked like fifty years ago. Long before destruction cut down its tallest buildings. Before the world’s tallest fence rose up around it and all bridges were destroyed. When it had once been a thriving metropolis full of the hopes and dreams of its residents.

			Long before the battles between Rangers and Banes destroyed it all.

			We sat there until our cell phones buzzed with identical summonses back to the War Room. Teresa and Marco were still there. She handed us a tablet with the information we needed.

			“I found a marriage license from the state of Georgia,” Marco said, “between Jennifer Elizabeth Cunningham and Derek Alan Thatcher.” The date was the year before the official outbreak of the War. “The marriage was invalidated two months later because it came to light that Thatcher was only seventeen.”
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